Trade Union Bill attacks fundamental rights of trade union safety reps
The Trade Union Bill that is currently being debated in parliament threatens some of the long established rights of trade union safety reps. Firstly it says that any public sector employer who has at least one union health and safety representative will have to record all their time taken performing trade union duties and any facilities provided. Secondly, and most worryingly, it provides reserve powers to limit a safety rep's paid facility time. This means that ministers could, at a future date, limit the time off for safety reps without an act of parliament.
In addition the curtailing of fundamental civil rights, including the right to strike, will make it harder for unions to campaign for safer workplaces. As the TUC has highlighted, annually only 0.8 million days have been lost through strike action, whereas over 28 million days are being lost to workplace injuries.
UNISON General Secretary Dave
Prentis, speaking at a public meeting organised by the Institute for Employment Rights, called for a "popular uprising" against the bill.
Read the UNISON guide on safety reps (stock no1684) to find out more about the safety rep's rights that are now under threat. Also go to the UNISON website for more information on why the Trade Union Bill is bad for your health and safety.
European Health and Safety Week 19 -25 October
Throughout the country UNISON branches took up the call to use European Health and Safety Week to get organised and campaign for safer working conditions. For example, UNISON Camden organised its own health and safety seminar campaigning on a number of issues ranging from the Trade Union Bill (and the dangers it poses to workplace safety) to stress and asbestos in the workplace.
In Harrogate, the UNISON local government branch and region supported an event at which the employer gave staff an hour off to attend. Exhibitors included Asbestos Support, UNISON and the employer's health and safety team.
UNISON also asked members and non-members to identify the different ways in which work situations can affect their own personal health and wellbeing by filling in our stress survey at https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ EHSW2015 unison.org.uk
Cut stress NOT jobs
UNISON wins compensation for members after brutal assault at work Three members of UNISON's Greater London Housing Association Branch, who work for a care home, received compensation totalling £60,000 after being attacked and assaulted by a service user. They were working at night in South London in March 2014 and suffered both physical and psychological injuries as a result of the attack. They were forced to lock themselves in the staff toilets to avoid further injury.
Several previous incidents involving the same service user had occurred prior to these assaults. Despite this, the employer had not carried out an adequate risk assessment.
They were supported by their UNISON branch in their return to work and Thompsons solicitors negotiated the compensation they received for their personal injuries.
Commenting on the incident and the award, Josephine Grahl the Branch Manager said: "Care and support staff are doing a very difficult job in underfunded, overstretched services. However we are glad that UNISON was able to support these members to return to work and get the compensation they deserved".
Housing staff suffer thousands of assaults
According to a survey carried out by the magazine "Inside Housing" more than 4,000 physical assaults on housing staff were reported in 2014 and at the beginning of 2015.
And this is just the tip of the iceberg. The same report showed that one in three staff admitted to being assaulted but not reporting the incidents.
Commenting on the findings, John Gray, a National Executive Committee member for the Community and Voluntary Sector said: "There's a cultural problem here. Staff feel that if they put in a complaint about a resident they will get the blame themselves for causing the problem. But it's a good bet that if a resident is threatening staff, they are also threatening their neighbours." UNISON's own 2013 survey of its housing association members found that 44% had experienced an incident of violence or aggression at work since 2010, while 28% felt threatened by such incidents.
To find out what UNISON branches and their members can do to campaign around and prevent assaults in the workplace read the UNISON guide "It's not part of the job" (stock no. 1346) available from the UNISON Online Catalogue.
UNISON Southampton District branch wins safer working conditions for cleaners
Thanks to ordinary UNISON members organising together, cleaners employed by Noonan Cleaning Services, and working at Southampton Solent University, have been provided with appropriate safe working equipment.
As part of their duties, cleaning staff often had to mop up hazardous substances as part of their role. However, Noonan supplied a wholly inadequate number of rubber boots suitable for this task. There were more sites to clean than there were pairs of boots! As a result of this, a petition was organised amongst UNISON members calling for Noonan to provide appropriate equipment for their cleaners.
Using the support and publicity obtained through the petition, the branch negotiated with Noonan Services for extra safety equipment including wellington boots and safety goggles. It was also agreed that where contaminated water was involved, the cleaners would not be expected mop up the fluid. Instead, they would seal off the area and managers would arrange for a specialist cleaning company to come in. UNISON rep Tomasa said: "Health and safety is an ongoing issue and whilst we recognise the progress that has been made, both Noonan and UNISON are committed to ensuring the best of conditions for cleaning staff." UNISON Regional Organiser James Smith said: "We are delighted that the University has taken this positive step, and encouraged that the time that UNISON members have devoted to campaigning on this issue, has seen such a positive result."
Council fined for putting employees at risk of asbestos exposure
Waltham Forest council in London has been fined for failing to manage asbestos and exposing employees and contractors to the potentially lethal substance. The hazardous material was identified in a survey commissioned by the council in 2002. But Southwark Crown Court found that it had failed to take adequate action to act on the findings and put effective controls in place. As a result, employees and contractors were allowed to carry on working in the basement of Walthamstow Town Hall, putting their lives and health at risk. The court heard that Waltham Forest had no plan in place for managing the well-known risks of asbestos and that there was an inadequate system in place for inspecting asbestos at the Town Hall. Waltham Forest Borough Council pleaded guilty to breaches of the Health and Safety at Work etc Act 1974 and a breach of the Control of Asbestos Regulations 2006. It was fined a total of £66,000 and ordered to pay £16,862 in costs.
UNISON branch officer Dave Knight said: "Given the seriousness of the potential health risks to employees and contractors, this is a paltry fine, but we recognise that any payment will have to come from the public purse.
"This is a matter of criminal negligence on the part of the council as an employer and there should be some real accountability when serious, life threatening breaches of health and safety legislation occurs." UNISON branch health and safety officer Bill Palmer added: "The unions here have been on at the council about asbestos management for as long as I can remember, and if they had listened to the unions then all of this could have been avoided."
Parliamentary report calls for action on asbestos.
UNISON has called on the government to stop dragging its feet and implement in full, the findings of the Asbestos All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG).
The APPG report calls on the government to take urgent action to address the legacy of asbestos that remains in Britain's workplaces and public buildings.
This includes action to ensure the removal of all asbestos as soon as is reasonably practical and by no later than 2035. In the case of public buildings and educational establishments, such as schools, the earlier date of 2028 would apply. How safe is your school from the dangers of asbestos?
UNISON would like to establish a picture of how asbestos in schools is being managed. More than 75 per cent of Britain's schools contain asbestos. Much of that is badly maintained, meaning that children and staff are exposed to this killer fibre. Over 140 school teachers have died from mesothelioma (a cancer caused by exposure to asbestos fibres) in the past ten years. UNISON is asking for a UNISON rep or contact from each school to complete this short survey: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/VMR6HY5.
Over ten improvement notices in the last year over sharps injuries.
The Health and Safety Executive has issued over ten improvement notices in the last year on the use of needlesticks and other sharps devices. This is as a result of inspections that followed the UNISON campaign for safer needlesticks. Read the UNISON guide to find out more about the campaign and what your employer should be doing to provide a safer working environment. Managing and preventing sharps injuries -a guide for safety reps (stock no. 3427), is available from the UNISON Online Catalogue.
HSE releases new annual workplace fatalities
Provisional annual data released by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) revealed that 142 workers were fatally injured at work between April 2014 and March 2015. For the first time in many years this figure was up compared to the previous year's (136) . Chair of the HSE Judith Hackett admitted that it was "disappointing [that] last year's performance on fatal injuries had not been matched" and stated that "every fatality is a tragedy".
These figures have reinforced fears regarding the impact of the weakening of the health and safety regulatory enforcement regime that has occurred since 2010 when the Tories first came to power.
However, these figures are a gross underestimatation of deaths caused through work. They exclude not only work related road accidents but also deaths through occupational diseases such as mesothelioma. UNISON and Hazards estimate that 50,000 people die through work-related injuries every year.
Night shift working does damage your health
Researchers from the Netherlands and Germany appear to support previous research suggesting a link between night-shift work and breast cancer.
However, it is not just breast cancer that is more likely to be caused by shift working. Shift work has been shown to lead to heart problems, type2 diabetes and obesity. It is also linked to stomach problems and ulcers, depression, and an increased risk of accidents or injury.
Advice on the effects of shift working on both women and older workers is available through UNISON's health and safety guides on gender (stock no. 1982) and the ageing workforce (stock no. 3240).
Will it be you?
Have any of these stories inspired you to tell us about your own success stories. If so you may be interested in UNISON's competition to award ordinary safety reps -the unsung heroes -for the work they have done on campaigning on behalf of UNISON, health and safety, and their members.
There will be a certificate for each regional winner, plus prizes for the two overall winners, to be presented early in the new year by a senior UNISON officer at UNISON Centre. 
